




308 HISTORY AND METHOD::; UF THE FISHERIES.

2.-THE PORPOISE FISHERY.

THE PORPOISE I,'ISHEUY OF NEW ENGLAND AND NORTH CAROLINA.

The por{}oise, though abuudant along the Atlantic COa.8t of the United State/;!, is not captured

except at a few places, and in limited numbers. In the Bay of Fund;\-' tbfl Indians shoot harbor

porpoises to some extent for their oil. A very graphic desLTiptioll of porpoise shooting by the
PlUIsamaquoddy lndianll. a.ppeal't'd iu Scribner's :Monthly Magazine for October, 1880.

Along the North Carolina coast porpOi15t'8 were formerly taken in considerable numbers, but
the bUillness was abandoned. There is a porpoise fishery of ~mall importance on the Gulf coast

of Florida.-

There appears to ha\'e been some illtt;reat takeu in the porpoise :lltlbery in the last ccntulj", for
in 1740, accotding to the Annal8 of Salem, Mass., ,. TbomaS Lee is on a committee to consider tbl'

proposal of vYilliam Paine, of Eastham, and his aasociates, to catch porpoise with a, net. The
repo!"t on this lOubject was accepted1 and an order passed for grallting the petition till the last ofMay l

l742, which Wlltl sent up and alhwed. The conditions were, that 28. shonld be paid by the province

treasurer for each middle part of a 1IOl'poise'., tail deliYered, OIl oath, to the town cl&rk where the
llbipper or owner b~longel1, that it was \:aught in the vessel of the latter, and then the clerk gave
a certificate that he bad COlll:lllmed the snid part. One original certificate of 1740 declares tbat

sixteen such parts had heen consumed, and anotber that one hundred and ninet'y-one had been
alike dl:'stroyed. AI,; the fabled Venus is represented to have saved her life by assuming the shape

of a fish, so many a por!Joise experienced like preservation by the shortness of the aboye monopoly.
The mode of !Securing' this i" among th(l curiosities whose pra(',tical existence has paased away. Wil

love w have all occasional interview with them through the vb.ioll of memory and then dismislI

them with a. hearty good-bye."+
At varioul'! times lIuwber8 of porpoises ha.ve beoo taken at Cape Cod and other places, as in

the summer of 1741 when oue hundred and fifty porpoilS6I'I ad a.llW a la.rge nnmber of blackftsh

were captured at Barnstable, Mass.
Wtl are informed by Mr. Ea.rll that the stretch of coast from Gape Hatteras to Bear Inlet,

Korth Carolina, is a favorite run tor the porpoit.e, and often immense berdQ of them may be seen

moving along within a few rodl'! of tbe shore. A.B earl.)" a6 1810 partiea engaged in this fishery, and

from one to three crewl> followed it quite regularl.)' up to 1860, when the fishery was ditlcoutinned
811d hll8 not Bince been resumed.t

The method of capture t.,'onsisWd in having four seiDel!! of 200 yards each loaded in separate

boattl, and as tbe lookout ga.ve the Sig'llal. the boats took their positions, the two outer ~ines were
lfl.tlbed together, and at the next !>ignal the seines were shot in the form of a. semicircle to the ehore,

the wner ends of tht3 shore seine'! reaching toward the land, while. the (Juter end8 met .01' overlapped
the inner end8 of the middleseint:a a.nd we.r6 securely fastened. The dil:\tance between the boats wag
always about the length of the seine, and the boats always shot the outer ends of tbeirrespeetive

eeiues first. While the ends of thi8 wlit:ed seine were being brought to land one or twoboootmeD

would remain near by to pound on his boat or "jab" the bottom with an oar to keep the porpoise
from escaping; but whtlu the end.s reacbed the shorn and tbeporpoiJ;e eecurelypenned, the net w~
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dropped a.nd a smaller net, made of lJea:r.... rope, WlUI used to drag them upon the ahore. Tbe outet

nets were usually made with ll·inch mesh, while the inner wa..." but 9 inches. Though the porpoise
geldom tried to break through the net thf',y often jumped over the cork line, and it is said that if

OIH', jumped it was difficult to keep the rest from followiug, and that they would often jnmp 4 to 6

feet ont of the water.
An average catch in former years was from four to five hundred porpoise to tht? fleason,

requiring from five to six for a barrel of oil. The crews usually nUillhered from fifh~ell to ~igbteen

meu, ano the aeason Ia8ted from the latter part of December to the 1st of April, some fishing a"
late as the 15th of April. There seems to be a growing disposition on the part of the fishermen
to resume this fishery, bnt it reqnires an outlay of about 1Il400 for nets and boats, and few have
the money to iuvest in this way. Dnriug April, 1880, the porpoise were vel'y abundant, and it
was a common occurrence to see droves of fifty to a hundred together, while the fisbermen say

that they were even more abundant earlier in the season.
WA.TOH OIL -'FROM PORPOISE A.ND BLACKFISH.-"Abont the year 1816," sa:l"s Caleb Cook, of

ProvincetowD, ·'sailors. and fishermen baving caught a porpoise Oil tbeil' "oyage, would sometimes
extract the oil from the jaw-bone and give it tD carre II!,ers and those who used' oiI stones for sharp­
fl:ling their tools. Finding in this way that it did not ~um or glur, suggested the idea that it was
just what was wanted for a nice lubricator. It. was noticed that the weather at zero would not

congeal it, neither would it corrode on brass.
"Watchmakers Wf\re tbeu using olive oil as the onI,}- fit,ting oil for watches; but byexperi­

menting with the porpoise-jaw oil they fonnd it superior to the oli,,·€, or any other oil, consequently
the sailors and fishermen found a ready market for all they were able to obtain.

4( This state of things continued nutil the year J829, when a, shoal of bJackfish, about forty in
number, was taken at Provincetown, Mass., beiug the first for many year8. Solomon Cook of that
town took from the jaws of these blackfish a few gallons of oil and sent it to Ezra Kelley, of New

BeMaI'd, Mass., a skillful watchmaker, tD be tested for watch oil. Mr. Kelley soon fonnd that
this oil was superior to the porpoise oil, as it had more substance and less chill. He contfa(\ted
with 1\[r. Cook to supply him from year to year until 1840, when the latter died, and his son sup­
plied Mr. Kelley untH the demand Was 50 jJreat that the jaws of the blackfish were not sufficient
to supply the market.

"Porpoise-jaw oil can be re1ined a little by exposure to the cold at zero, and in that state,
With the a.tmospbere at zero, it is strained throngh a cotton.flannel strainer made in the shape CJf
a cone, but when fIlt&'ed. through paper it il'l 80 limpid that it has 110 lubricating properties what­
evt?r, and becomes useless. This oil is called porpoise.jaw oil, but is taken from the blackftsb,
belonging in the family of whales, by a method known only to myself. It is warranted not to

eongoolat zero,though it will thicken and turn a little milky in appearance. It is warranted not

to cOITOde On bl'3SS or rust on steel, and it will not glue on the finest wawh. Ezra Kelley, of New
BedfOrd, has made it a business for years to put it up for watch use, and bas led in the market,
while B. H. Tisdale, of Newport, R. I•• Bnd I. M. Bachelder, of BostOIl. flfe getting quite popuIarin
the European market.

"Caleb Cook, youngest son of Solomon, from scientific experiments, did discover, about the year
1832, that the melon oil of theblacktlsh was far superior to the jaw oil in every respect, 80 mnch
llO, that Mr.ltelley, who ,had about this time becDme very popular in preparing this oil for thE' trade,
li'OuIdDot buy it until hl:'l was told what it was produced from, Bnd ii-om that timlJ to the preseut
~1876)OalebOook'sblaekfi~h.melon(watcb) oil has been refined byKell~y,of New Bedford, Ba:oo~el-
ef, of Boston; Ti8dale, of Newport, and many others on a smaller Beale, for the world's 1l~. Smce



:310 HISTORY AND METHODS OF THE FISHERIES.

the lear 1842 Caleb Cool,; of Provincetown, Mass., claims to be the only person who understanda
tl:1e art of producing this oil free from all glutinous matter and fit for use. This; he says; is done
uy a. proeesl'; known only to himself-not by mixing other oils or liquidll with it, but by extracting
all the oil and gluteI! from it; and leaving the oil pure for tb~ finest and most delicate ma.cbincry.

This; he l$ays, cannot be done by the chilling and straining process; for when it oocomes perfectly
transparent at zero, the lubricating properties are all gone; the oil ruull off the pivots; spreads on

the plates, dries up, the pivots cut, turn red, and the oil is worse tban wortbless, for the valuable
timekeeper is no longer what it wa,s once for the want of oil with more Bubstance and lubricating
properties.

"Porpoise-jaw oil and bhwkfish-IDl:llon oil are worth froUl (15 to $15 pcr gallon, according to
supply. These oil," are sold nuder tbe above trade names, and also Duder the names' watch oil'

and' clock oil.' Tht;:y are used largels by manufacturers of fire-arms, watches; and philosophical
ltpparatm;. Smith & ~~esson; of Springfield; Mass.; the Ethan Allen factor~' at Worcester, Bye &
.Johnson, of Worcester, tbe HQwaro \T atch Compuny, tbe Elgin Watch Compa.ny, the Wa.ltham
Watch CQlllpany, and the clock factories in Oonnecticut; use them constantl.~'. The I)hilosopbical
instrument makers n;;e them for air pumps, as they keep the leatber soft. a.nd pliable. Telegraph
instrument makers use tllem whell they can get them. They are used in Government light-houses

for the clocks of revolving lights. The color of the oils is very light, and can be made very white
by placing in the window, where they will bleach in a short time. One drop of water in ODe pint

of oil will injure it very much,"




